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ETCH A PATTERN OF COLUMNS INTO A HARDMASK LAYER DISPOSED ON
A MAGNETIC TUNNEL JUNCTION (MT.J) STACK THAT IS DISPOSED ON A
SUBSTRATE HAVING ONE OR MORE ELECTRICALLY CONDUCTIVE CONTACTS,
WHEREIN THE MTJ STACK COMPRISES A TUNNEL BARRIER LAYER BETWEEN
FIRST AND SECOND FERROMAGNETIC LAYERS, AND WHEREIN THE
PATTERN OF COLUMNS 1S ALIGNED TO THE ONE OR MORE ELECTRICALLY
CONDUCTIVE CONTACTS

- 304
/,G

ETCH THE FIRST FERROMAGNETIC LAYER TO EXPOSE THE TUNNEL
BARRIER LAYER AND FORM COLUMNS COMPRISING THE HARDMASK
LAYER AND THE FIRST FERROMAGNETIC LAYER

308

P

FORM A PASSIVATION LAYER ON THE EXPOSED TUNNEL BARRIER LAYER
AND ON TOP SURFACES AND SIDE SURFACES OF THE COLUMNS

L 308
ETCH THE PASSIVATION LAYER ON THE EXPOSED TUNNEL BARRIER
LAYER, THE EXPOSED TUNNEL BARRIER LAYER, AND THE SECOND
FERROMAGNETIC LAYER TO FORM COLUMNS COMPRISING THE
HARDMASK LAYER, THE FIRST FERROMAGNETIC LAYER, THE TUNNEL
BARRIER LAYER, AND THE SECOND FERROMAGNETIC LAYER

DEPCGSIT AREFILL LAYER OVER THE EXPOSED SUBSTRATE AND —;
CONTACTS, WHEREIN THE REFILL LAYER FILLS SPACE BETWEEN i
ADJACENT COLUMNS J
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METHOD FOR FABRICATING MRAM BITS
ON A TIGHT PITCH

BACKGROUND

1. Field of the Disclosure

Aspects of the present disclosure generally relate to data
storage systems, and more particularly, to techniques for
fabricating magnetic random access memory (MRAM) bits
on a tight pitch.

2. Description of the Related Art

Higher storage bit densities in magnetic media used in
disk drives have reduced the size (volume) of magnetic bits.
Magnetic random access memory (MRAM) offers fast
access time, infinite read/write endurance, radiation hard-
ness, and high storage density. Unlike conventional RAM
chip technologies, MRAM data is not stored as electric
charge, but is instead stored by magnetic polarization of
storage elements. The elements are formed from two mag-
netically polarized plates, each of which can maintain a
magnetic polarization field, separated by a thin insulating
layer, which together form a magnetic tunnel junction (MTJ)
layer. MRAM cells including MTJ memory elements can be
designed for in-plane or perpendicular magnetization of the
MT] layer structure with respect to the film surface. One of
the two plates is a permanent magnet (i.e., has fixed mag-
netization) set to a particular polarity; the polarization of the
other plate will change (i.e., has free magnetization) to
match that of a sufficiently strong external field. Therefore,
the cells have two stable states that allow the cells to serve
as non-volatile memory elements.

A memory device may be built from a grid of such cells.
The MRAM cells in an array on a chip are connected by
metal word and bit lines. Each memory cell is connected to
a word line and a bit line. The word lines connect rows of
cells, and bit lines connect columns of cells. Typically
complementary metal-oxide semiconductor (CMOS) struc-
tures include a selection transistor which is electrically
connected to the MTJ stack through the top or bottom metal
contacts. The direction of the current flow is between top or
bottom metal electrodes.

Reading the polarization state of an MRAM cell is
accomplished by measuring the electrical resistance of the
cell’s MTJ. A particular cell is conventionally selected by
powering an associated transistor that switches current from
a supply line through the MTJ layer to a ground. Due to the
tunneling magnetoresistance effect, the electrical resistance
of the cell changes due to the relative orientation of the
polarizations in the two magnetic layers of the MTJ. By
measuring the resulting current, the resistance inside any
particular cell can be determined, and from this the polarity
of the free writable (free) layer determined. If the two layers
have the same polarization, this is considered to mean State
“0”, and the resistance is “low,” While if the two layers are
of opposite polarization the resistance will be higher and this
means State “1”. Data is written to the cells using a variety
of'techniques. In conventional MRAM, an external magnetic
field is provided by current in a wire in proximity to the cell,
which is strong enough to align the free layer. Spin-transfer-
torque (STT) MRAM uses spin-aligned (“polarized”) elec-
trons to directly torque the domains of the free layer. Such
polarized electrons flowing into the free layer exert a suf-
ficient torque to realign (e. g., reverse) the magnetization of
the free layer.

Ion Beam Etching (IBE) (i.e., ion milling) has been
widely used in various industries for patterning thin films.
Etching and re-deposition may occur simultaneously. When
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the deposition rate is larger than the etching rate, redeposi-
tion material accumulates on the sidewall. When the etching
rate is higher, the sidewall is cleaned up. Shallow slope is
helpful for preventing the re-deposition. The higher or more
vertical the slope, the more susceptible it is to re-deposition
since the lateral component of etch rate in directional
etching ambient such as IBE is, in general, less than the
vertical component. When a conductive material is re-
deposited on the MTJ sidewall at the barrier layer, the top
and bottom magnetic layers are shorted.

One significant determinant of a memory system’s cost is
the density of the components. Smaller components, and
fewer components for each cell, enable more cells to be
packed onto a single chip, which in turn means more chips
can be produced at once from a single semiconductor wafer
and fabricated at lower cost and improved yield. At large
pitch (e.g., SF), MRAM bits may be formed with little to no
re-deposition on the sidewall as shown in FIG. 1 but with a
lower density of bits. At tight pitch (e.g., 2F), MRAM bits
may be formed with a higher density; however, re-deposi-
tion of etched material on the sidewall is a serious concern,
because it can make it the device inoperable by forming an
electrical short across the barrier layer, for example, as
shown in FIG. 2.

Therefore, a need exists in the art for MRAM bit fabri-
cation at tight pitch.

SUMMARY

The systems, methods, and devices of the disclosure each
have several aspects, no single one of which is solely
responsible for its desirable attributes. Without limiting the
scope of this disclosure as expressed by the claims which
follow, some features will now be discussed briefly. After
considering this discussion, and particularly after reading
the section entitled “Detailed Description” one will under-
stand how the features of this disclosure provide advantages
that include improved communications between access
points and stations in a wireless network.

Aspects of the present disclosure generally relate data
storage systems, and more particularly, to techniques for
fabricating MRAM bits on a tight pitch.

In one aspect, a method for fabricating a MRAM device
is provided. The method generally includes etching a pattern
of columns into a hardmask layer disposed on a MTJ stack
that is disposed on a substrate having one or more electri-
cally conductive contacts, wherein the MTJ stack comprises
atunnel barrier layer between first and second ferromagnetic
layers, and wherein the pattern of columns is aligned to the
one or more electrically conductive contacts, etching the
first ferromagnetic layer to expose the tunnel barrier layer
and to form columns comprising the hardmask layer and the
first ferromagnetic layer, forming a passivation layer on the
exposed tunnel barrier layer and on top surfaces and side
surfaces of the columns, and etching the passivation layer on
the exposed tunnel barrier layer, the exposed tunnel barrier
layer, and the second ferromagnetic layer to form columns
comprising the hardmask layer, the first ferromagnetic layer,
the tunnel barrier layer, and the second ferromagnetic layer.

In another aspect, a method for fabricating a MRAM
device is provided. The method generally includes etching a
pattern of columns into a hardmask layer disposed ona MTJ
stack that is disposed on a substrate having one or more
electrically conductive contacts, wherein the MTJ stack
comprises a tunnel barrier layer between first and second
ferromagnetic layers, and wherein the pattern of columns is
aligned to the one or more electrically conductive contacts,
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etching the first ferromagnetic layer to expose the tunnel
barrier layer and to form columns comprising the hardmask
layer and the first ferromagnetic layer, forming a passivation
layer on the exposed tunnel barrier layer and on top surfaces
and side surfaces of the columns, etching the passivation
layer on the exposed tunnel barrier layer, the exposed tunnel
barrier layer, and the second ferromagnetic layer to form
columns comprising the hardmask layer, the first ferromag-
netic layer, the tunnel barrier layer, and the second ferro-
magnetic layer, depositing a refill layer over the exposed one
or more electrically conductive contacts and the exposed
substrate, wherein the refill layer fills space between adja-
cent columns, and chemical mechanical polishing the refill
layer.

In yet another aspect, a method for fabricating a MRAM
device is provided. The method generally includes etching a
pattern of columns into a TaN hardmask layer disposed on
a MT) stack that is disposed on a substrate having one or
more electrically conductive contacts, wherein the MTJ
stack comprises a MgO tunnel barrier layer between first and
second ferromagnetic layers, wherein the pattern of columns
is aligned to the one or more electrically conductive con-
tacts, and wherein a distance between the columns is less
than or equal to 5 times a width of the columns, etching the
first ferromagnetic layer to expose the tunnel barrier layer
and to form columns comprising the hardmask layer and the
first ferromagnetic layer, forming a dielectric passivation
layer on the exposed tunnel barrier layer and on top surfaces
and side surfaces of the columns, etching the passivation
layer on the exposed tunnel barrier layer, the exposed tunnel
barrier layer, and the second ferromagnetic layer to form
columns comprising the hardmask layer, the first ferromag-
netic layer, the tunnel barrier layer, and the second ferro-
magnetic layer, wherein the etched second ferromagnetic
layer has a width greater than a width of the columns
comprising the first ferromagnetic layer and the hardmask
layer, and wherein etching the second ferromagnetic layer
exposes the one or more electrically conductive contacts and
the substrate, depositing a refill layer over the exposed one
or more electrically conductive contacts and the exposed
substrate, wherein the refill layer fills space between adja-
cent columns, and chemical mechanical polishing the refill
layer.

To the accomplishment of the foregoing and related ends,
the one or more aspects comprise the features hereinafter
fully described and particularly pointed out in the claims.
The following description and the annexed drawings set
forth in detail certain illustrative features of the one or more
aspects. These features are indicative, however, of but a few
of the various ways in which the principles of various
aspects may be employed, and this description is intended to
include all such aspects and their equivalents.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

So that the manner in which the above-recited features of
the present disclosure can be understood in detail, a more
particular description, briefly summarized above, may be
had by reference to aspects, some of which are illustrated in
the appended drawings. It is to be noted, however, that the
appended drawings illustrate only certain typical aspects of
this disclosure and are therefore not to be considered lim-
iting of its scope, for the description may admit to other
equally effective aspects.

FIG. 1 illustrates a schematic diagram of MRAM bits
patterned at a pitch of S5F, according to certain aspects of the
present disclosure.
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FIG. 2 illustrates a schematic diagram of MRAM bits
patterned at a pitch of 2F, according to certain aspects of the
present disclosure.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating example operations
for fabricating MRAM bits at a pitch, according to certain
aspects of the present disclosure.

FIGS. 4-4E are cross-section views of example layers of
an MRAM device illustrating the operations of FIG. 3,
according to certain aspects of the present disclosure.

To facilitate understanding, identical reference numerals
have been used, where possible, to designate identical
elements that are common to the figures. It is contemplated
that elements disclosed in one aspect may be beneficially
utilized on other aspects without specific recitation.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Various aspects of the disclosure are described more fully
hereinafter with reference to the accompanying drawings.
This disclosure may, however, be embodied in many differ-
ent forms and should not be construed as limited to any
specific structure or function presented throughout this dis-
closure. Rather, these aspects are provided so that this
disclosure will be thorough and complete, and will fully
convey the scope of the disclosure to those skilled in the art.
Based on the teachings herein one skilled in the art should
appreciate that the scope of the disclosure is intended to
cover any aspect of the disclosure disclosed herein, whether
implemented independently of or combined with any other
aspect of the disclosure. For example, an apparatus may be
implemented or a method may be practiced using any
number of the aspects set forth herein. In addition, the scope
of the disclosure is intended to cover such an apparatus or
method which is practiced using other structure, function-
ality, or structure and functionality in addition to or other
than the various aspects of the disclosure set forth herein. It
should be understood that any aspect of the disclosure
disclosed herein may be embodied by one or more elements
of a claim.

The word “exemplary” is used herein to mean “serving as
an example, instance, or illustration.” Any aspect described
herein as “exemplary” is not necessarily to be construed as
preferred or advantageous over other aspects.

Aspects of the present disclosure generally relate to
techniques for fabricating MRAM bits on a tight pitch.
According to certain aspects, a multi-step etching technique
may be used which may prevent redeposition from shorting
out tightly spaced devices (i.e., devices at tight pitch).

In the following description of aspects of the present
disclosure, reference is made to the accompanying drawings
that form a part hereof, and in which is shown by way of
illustration of the specific implementations in which the
disclosure may be practiced. It should be noted that the
figures discussed herein are not drawn to scale and do not
indicate actual or relative sizes. Any hatching in the figures
is used to distinguish layers and does not represent the type
of material used. A plurality of arrays of MRAM cells are
typically fabricated simultaneously on a single wafer. The
figures and description herein reference only a few cells of
the plurality of cells that will be typically be fabricated
simultaneously on a single wafer.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating example operations
300 for fabricating MRAM bits at a pitch, according to
certain aspects of the present disclosure. The operations 300
are also illustrated in FIGS. 4-4E which provide cross-
section views of example layers of an MRAM device and are
discussed in more detail below.
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As shown in FIG. 4, the MRAM device 400 may include
a substrate 402 (e.g., a wafer). The substrate 402 may
include a plurality of electrical contacts 404 (e.g., elec-
trodes). A MTJ stack 406 may be disposed on the substrate
402. The MTIJ stack 406 may include the first ferromagnetic
layer 408 (e.g., a free magnetization layer such as a CoFeB
layer), a tunnel barrier layer 410 (e.g., a MgO layer), and the
second ferromagnetic layer 412 (e.g., a fixed magnetization
layer such as a CoFeB layer). As shown in FIG. 4, the second
ferromagnetic layer 412 may be disposed (e.g., formed) on
the substrate 402 and in contact with the electrical contacts
404. The tunnel barrier layer 410 (e.g., a thin MgO layer
where quantum tunneling may occur) may be disposed on
the second ferromagnetic layer 412, and the first ferromag-
netic layer 408 may be disposed on the tunnel barrier layer
410. A hardmask layer 414 (e.g., a TaN hardmask) may be
disposed on the MT]J stack 406. Although not shown in the
drawings, the MRAM device 400 may also include a cap-
ping layer, above the first ferromagnetic layer 408, and
appropriate seed and pinning layers below the second fer-
romagnetic layer 412.

Referring back to FIG. 3, at block 302, a pattern of
columns may be etched into a hardmask layer disposed on
a MTIJ stack that is disposed on a substrate having one or
more electrically conductive contacts, wherein the MTJ
stack comprises a tunnel barrier layer between first and
second ferromagnetic layers, and wherein the pattern of
columns is aligned to the one or more electrically conductive
contacts. For example, as shown in FIG. 4, a pattern resist
416 may be used on the hardmask layer 414. The pattern
resist 416 may include a plurality of columns and may be
aligned such that the plurality of columns is aligned with the
electrical contacts 404 on the substrate 402. The hardmask
layer 414 may then be lithographically etched (e.g., using
reactive ion etching) in order to transfer the pattern of
columns into the hardmask layer 414 to form the columns
418 as shown in FIG. 4A. The columns 418 may serve as top
electrodes.

Referring back to FIG. 3, at block 304, the first ferro-
magnetic layer of the MTJ stack may be etched to expose the
tunnel barrier layer and to form columns comprising the
hardmask layer and the first ferromagnetic layer. As shown
in FIG. 4A, the hardmask layer 414 may be etched to expose
the MTJ stack 406 between the columns 418. As shown in
FIG. 4B, the first ferromagnetic layer 408 may be then
etched, stopping once the tunnel barrier layer 410 is
exposed.

Referring back to FIG. 3, at block 306, a passivation layer
may be formed on the exposed tunnel barrier layer and on
top surfaces and side surfaces of the columns. For example,
as shown in the FIG. 4C, a passivation layer 420 (e.g., an
oxide or nitride layer) may be formed on the top surfaces and
on the side surfaces of the columns 418 as well as on the
exposed tunnel barrier layer 410.

Referring back to FIG. 3, at block 308, the passivation
layer on the exposed tunnel barrier layer, the exposed tunnel
barrier layer, and the second ferromagnetic layer of the MTJ
stack may be etched to form columns comprising the hard-
mask layer, the first ferromagnetic layer, the tunnel barrier
layer, and the second ferromagnetic layer. For example, as
shown in FIG. 4D, the passivation layer 420 on the tunnel
barrier layer 410 (but not on the top surfaces or side surfaces
of the columns 418), the tunnel barrier layer 410, and the
second ferromagnetic layer 412 may be etched, forming
columns 422. The columns 422 may include the portions of
the passivation layer 420 on the top and side surfaces, the
etched hardmask layer, and the etched MTJ stack. The
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columns 422 may be aligned with the electrical contacts 404.
As shown in the FIG. 4D, the width of the etched second
ferromagnetic layer may be wider than the width of the
etched hardmask and first ferromagnetic layers by an
amount equal to the width of the passivation layer formed on
the side surfaces of the columns 418. For example, as shown
in FIG. 4E, the etched first ferromagnetic layer 408E may
have a width w, and the etched second ferromagnetic layer
may have a width w,. The difference between the width of
the layer (w,-w,) may be equal to the width of the passi-
vation layer 420.

According to certain aspects, the tunnel barrier layer 410
is protected from redeposition by the passivation layer 420.

According to certain aspects, the columns 422 may be
formed at a tight pitch (e.g., 2F).

Referring back to FIG. 3, at block 310, a refill layer may
be deposited over the exposed substrate and contacts,
wherein the refill layer fills space between adjacent columns
and, at block 312, the refill layer may be chemical mechani-
cal polished (CMP). For example, as shown in FIG. 4E, the
refill layer 424 may be formed to fill the space between the
columns 422.

In summary, a multi-step etching technique is disclosed
which may be used to prevent redeposition from shorting out
tightly spaced MRAM bits by forming a passivation layer to
protect the tunnel barrier layer before completing etching the
MT]J stack and before redeposition occurs.

The methods disclosed herein comprise one or more steps
or actions for achieving the described method. The method
steps and/or actions may be interchanged with one another
without departing from the scope of the claims. In other
words, unless a specific order of steps or actions is specified,
the order and/or use of specific steps and/or actions may be
modified without departing from the scope of the claims.

As used herein, a phrase referring to “at least one of” a list
of items refers to any combination of those items, including
single members. As an example, “at least one of: a, b, or ¢”
is intended to cover a, b, ¢, a-b, a-c, b-c, and a-b-c, as well
as any combination with multiples of the same element (e.g.,
a-a, a-a-a, a-a-b, a-a-c, a-b-b, a-c-c, b-b, b-b-b, b-b-c, c-c,
and c-c-c or any other ordering of a, b, and c).

The various operations of methods described above may
be performed by any suitable means capable of performing
the corresponding functions. The means may include vari-
ous hardware and/or software component(s).

It is to be understood that the claims are not limited to the
precise configuration and components illustrated above.
Various modifications, changes and variations may be made
in the arrangement, operation and details of the methods and
apparatus described above without departing from the scope
of the claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for fabricating a magnetoresistive random
access memory (MRAM) device, comprising:

etching a pattern of first columns into a hardmask layer

disposed on a magnetic tunnel junction (MTJ) stack
that is disposed on a substrate having one or more
electrically conductive contacts, wherein the MTJ stack
comprises a tunnel barrier layer between first and
second ferromagnetic layers, and wherein the pattern of
first columns is aligned to the one or more electrically
conductive contacts, wherein the hardmask layer is
disposed on and in contact with the first ferromagnetic
layer;

etching the first ferromagnetic layer to expose the tunnel

barrier layer and to form second columns comprising
the hardmask layer and the first ferromagnetic layer;
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forming a passivation layer on the exposed tunnel barrier
layer and on top surfaces and side surfaces of the
second columns; and
etching the passivation layer on the exposed tunnel barrier
layer, the exposed tunnel barrier layer, and the second
ferromagnetic layer to form third columns comprising
the hardmask layer, the first ferromagnetic layer, the
tunnel barrier layer, and the second ferromagnetic
layer, wherein etching the second ferromagnetic layer
exposes the one or more electrically conductive con-
tacts and the substrate.
2. The method of claim 1, further comprising depositing
a refill layer over the exposed one or more electrically
conductive contacts and the exposed substrate, wherein the
refill layer fills space between adjacent columns.
3. The method of claim 2, further comprising chemical
mechanical polishing the refill layer.
4. A method for fabricating a magnetoresistive random
access memory (MRAM) device, comprising:
etching a pattern of first columns into a hardmask layer
disposed on a magnetic tunnel junction (MTJ) stack
that is disposed on a substrate having one or more
electrically conductive contacts, wherein the MTJ stack
comprises a tunnel barrier layer between first and
second ferromagnetic layers, and wherein the pattern of
first columns is aligned to the one or more electrically
conductive contacts, wherein the hardmask layer is
disposed on and in contact with the first ferromagnetic
layer;
etching the first ferromagnetic layer to expose the tunnel
barrier layer and to form second columns comprising
the hardmask layer and the first ferromagnetic layer;
forming a passivation layer on the exposed tunnel barrier
layer and on top surfaces and side surfaces of the
second columns;
etching the passivation layer, the exposed tunnel barrier
layer, and the second ferromagnetic layer to form third
columns comprising the hardmask layer, the first fer-
romagnetic layer, the tunnel barrier layer, and the
second ferromagnetic layer to expose the substrate and
the one or more electrically conducive contacts;
depositing a refill layer over the exposed one or more
electrically conductive contacts and the exposed sub-
strate, wherein the refill layer fills space between adja-
cent third columns; and
chemical mechanical polishing the refill layer.
5. The method of claim 4, wherein a distance between the
third columns is less than or equal to 5 times a width of the
third columns.
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6. The method of claim 4, wherein the hardmask layer
comprises TaN.
7. The method of claim 4, wherein the tunnel barrier layer
comprises MgO.
8. The method of claim 4, wherein the etching a pattern
of first columns is performed using reactive ion etching.
9. The method of claim 4, wherein the passivation layer
comprises a dielectric layer.
10. The method of claim 4, wherein the passivation layer
comprises an oxide layer or a nitride layer.
11. The method of claim 4, wherein the etched second
ferromagnetic layer has a width greater than a width of the
columns comprising the first ferromagnetic layer and the
hardmask layer.
12. A method for fabricating a magnetoresistive random
access memory (MRAM) device, comprising:
etching a pattern of columns into a TaN hardmask layer
disposed on a magnetic tunnel junction (MTJ) stack
that is disposed on a substrate having one or more
electrically conductive contacts, wherein the MTJ stack
comprises a MgO tunnel barrier layer between first and
second ferromagnetic layers, wherein the pattern of
columns is aligned to the one or more electrically
conductive contacts, and wherein a distance between
the columns is less than or equal to 5 times a width of
the columns, wherein the hardmask layer is disposed on
and in contact with the first ferromagnetic layer;

etching the first ferromagnetic layer to expose the tunnel
barrier layer and to form columns comprising the
hardmask layer and the first ferromagnetic layer;

forming a dielectric passivation layer on the exposed
tunnel barrier layer and on top surfaces and side
surfaces of the columns;
etching the dielectric passivation layer on the exposed
tunnel barrier layer, the exposed tunnel barrier layer,
and the second ferromagnetic layer to form columns
comprising the hardmask layer, the first ferromagnetic
layer, the tunnel barrier layer, and the second ferro-
magnetic layer, wherein the etched second ferromag-
netic layer has a width greater than a width of the
columns comprising the first ferromagnetic layer and
the hardmask layer, and wherein etching the second
ferromagnetic layer exposes the one or more electri-
cally conductive contacts and the substrate;

depositing a refill layer over the exposed one or more
electrically conductive contacts and the exposed sub-
strate, wherein the refill layer fills space between adja-
cent columns; and

chemical mechanical polishing the refill layer.
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